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THE IMPERATIVE OF EQUITY: 
THE MISSING DIMENSION OF UNCED 


Statement of the South Asia NGO Summit 
New Dethi, February 17 - 19, 1992 


PREAMBLE 


outh Asia is a region that represents more than one-fifth 
| of the world’s human beings. It is today also a region of 


acute poverty and economic and technological backwardness. 
But it was not always so. 


Less than 300 years ago, it was one of the world’s most 
urbanised and richest regions which attracted traders from all 
over the world. This wealth was built upon the sustained use 
of local natural resources which was governed through 
extensive management systems in which both local communities 
and the state played critical roles. The extraordinary ecological 
diversity of the region — ranging from the cold deserts of the 
Karakoram and Ladakh to the hot sandy desert of the Thar, 
from the high mountain temperate forests of the Himalaya to 
the lush tropical forests and vast mangroves of India, Bangladesh 
and Sri Lanka and from the sharply dissected mountain lands of 
Nepal and Bhutan to the unending, flood-prone plains of Pakistan, 
India and Bangladesh — gave rise to an equally extraordinary 
cultural diversity which embodied within it rich traditions of 
ecological management and resource use. In large parts of the 
region, however, colonialism and subsequent centralised 
interventions completely disrupted and transformed the local 
economic, ecological and cultural systems and left the region in 
a state of all round impoverishment. 


Economic development of the last four decades also did not 
take into account either people’s own wisdom about their 
natural resources nor did it hand them back power to manage 
their environment. The result has been continued exploitation 


2 


of the resource base without any discipline or care for future 
impacts. International banks and agencies have consistently 
pushed and imposed a Western model of development that is 
unsuited to the ecological and economic needs of the region and 
have, as a result, exacerbated pressures on the local resource 
base. This model is urban elite oriented and the distribution of 
‘resources is at the hand of urban elites and bureaucrats. Therefore, 
the gap between rich and poor has widened in the past and the 
process is still.continuing. The international monetary system 
has further pushed the region to the brink of economic chaos 
through rising indebtedness, imposition of unrealistic conditiona- 
lities and declining terms of trade. 


The main objective of the UNCED conference is to identify 
and promote a plan of action that will make this earth a better 
and safer habitat for all to survive and develop. We strongly urge 
the conference to develop a truly global agenda that responds to 
the present and future needs of all human beings on earth. We 
also urge the conference to develop systems of global ecological 
and economic management that will be equitable and fair, in 
which all will have equal access to and capacity to influence 
the global checks and balances that are sought to be created. A 
fair and safe world cannot be built by using levers of power that 
rest largely with the rich and the powerful, whose consumption 
and production is the main cause of global ecological destruction 
in the first place. Sustainability is not possible or desirable 
without equity and fairness. We are also firm in our belief that 
each human society on earth has the capacity to develop its own 
wisdom and equilibrium and contribute richly to the growth and 
development of others. An ecologically diverse global habitat 
demands a multicultural worldin which all cultures and societies 
are equally respected. 


It is keeping this in mind that the South Asia NGO Summit 
has endorsed the following resolutions which we urge individual 
governments, the proposed Rio conference and other NGOs to 
consider in all seriousness. 


A 


THE EARTH CHARTER: 


Both equity and sustainability must be stressed. 


e call upon the governments of the world to ensure that 
the Earth Charter endorses the following basic mini- 


mum principles: 


1. 
2. 


3. 


The right of all nations to development. 


The right of all human beings to a clean and healthy 
environment. 


The right of all human beings to equality in access to and 
use of the global commons like the atmosphere and oceans. 


The right of all human beings to any information that 
threatens or affects their health and environment, whether 
this information exists within or across national borders. 


The right of all human beings to participate in the governance 
of their environment on an ongoing basis through 
participatory democratic institutions, beginning at the 
community level and going on to higher levels of governance. 


a) At the international level, new mechanisms should be 
created which allow all citizens of the world equal 
opportunities to participate in global environmental 
management. The existing levers of power such as aid, 
trade and debt, which are available mainly with the 
North cannot be used asa basis for global environmental 
management and should not be used to impose new 
conditionalities on the South. The North should review 
the indebtedness of the South which in most cases has 
become an unbearable burden. 


b) All nations at UNCED must take a pledge to develop a 
new tier of governance within their countries — a tier of 
community level governance through open, participatory 
institutions with inalienable rights over their immediate 
environment to care for, use and manage. 


The world economic order should be built on the principle 


that all human beings, and especially the rich, must pay the 
full ecological costs of their past and present consumption. 


AGENDA 21: 


Action priorities should be set by the poor 
but only after the rich agree to pay the 
full costs of their consumption. 


he Agenda 21 as it stands today appears to be a donor 

driven mechanism for aid coordination. It fails to address 
the needs of the developing world. This summit demands that 
UNCED must move away froma view of global environmental 
management which sees it asa question of additional aid funds 
or technology transfer. The Agenda 21 should emerge out of the 
rights and obligations of all citizens as enumerated in the 
proposals for the Earth Charter described above. The South 
must not ask for aid and charity but for a fair share of the 
common global resources. 


Therefore, we demand that a global consumption tax be 
levied so that the rich pay for their excessive consumption of past 
and present world’s resources. The tax should be determined and 
administered by a democratic global institution where every 
member will have equal voting rights. The revenues so raised 
should go to poor local communities through a democratic 
mechanism to manage and improve their environment since itis 
they who bear the burden of the ecological costs of unplanned 
development and consumption. 


C 


FUNDING MECHANISMS: 
Reject the GEF and develop an 
automatic and democratic mechanism. 


s an instrument for transferring funds to the South for 

environmental management, the GEF is undemocratic 
because its decision making mechanism is donor weighted; and, 
it is also immoral in that it places control of financial resources 
in the hands of nations who have created the problem in the first 
place. The GEF also falsely differentiates between what is 
‘global’ and ‘local’ and thereby distorts the priorities of the South. 
It represents not a compensation for the environmental misdoings 
of the rich, but a continuation of the old aid order. It is like the 
relief support that the North generally gives to the South after 
a disaster. We, therefore, forcefully reject the GEF. Instead a 
new fund should be created at UNCED on the principles 
enumerated earlier and administered through a democratic and 
decentralised institutional setup. 


POVERTY AND ENVIRONMENT: 
The South must stress this 
as a key issue for discussions. 


op he UNCED process has paid inadequate attention to the 
key question of poverty in the South and its links with 


environmental degradation. The poor depend heavily on their 
immediate surroundings to meet their survival needs of food, 
fodder, fuelwood and water. Overexploitation, expropriation and 
degradation of land and water resources by powers beyond their 
control force the poor to the brink of survival. They then lose their 
ability to withstand natural disasters and, in sheer desperation, 
are forced to exploit their natural capital beyond sustainable 
limits. 


For governments of South Asia, poverty alleviation has been 
a stated priority. Yet they have done little to insist that the 
UNCED address this crucial issue. It is essential that our 
governments impress upon those of the North that poverty isa 
consequence and not a cause of environmental degradation. It 
becomes a cause only in extremely desperate economic conditions, 
the trigger for which often lies in unequal and ecologically 
unsound economic strategies. A world in which a large proportion 
of the population lives in abject and dehumanising poverty can 
never be sustainable. Both the national and international causes 
of poverty must be clearly identified and eliminated if environmental 
disaster is to be averted and the poor of the world given a fair 
chance to survive as a matter of human right. 


Environmental degradation and poverty in the South are 
strongly linked to global processes of trade and economic relations. 
Growing debt and declining terms of international trade for 
mineral and biomass products make it impossible for developing 
countries to incorporate the ecological costs of their production. 
The rich are not even paying a fraction of the ecological costs 
of their enormous consumption and are being constantly subsidised 
by the global poor. In addition, the debt crisis has resulted in a 
situation in which the South today actually transfers US$40-50 
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billion every year to the North, leaving precious little to invest in 
environmental management or poverty alleviation through 
development. The policies of the IMF, World Bank and other 
North based financial institutions consistently devalue the natural 
resources of the South and make them ever cheaper. 


At the national level, poverty has increased greatly because 
of: 


a) constant imports of inappropriate development paradigms, 
often under pressure from international agencies like the 
World Bank; 


b) a steady erosion in the rights of local communities to their 
environment; 


¢) a widespread failure to develop participatory systems of 
governance; 


d) undemocratic and inequitable distribution of resources in 
the society; and, 


e) widespread corruption and misuse of resources by political 
systems that are not adequately accountable to the people 
who vote for them. 


If we want to eradicate poverty, then, at the international 
level, the rich must be made to pay the full costs of their 
consumption through an international consumption tax. Since it 
is the poor who suffer most heavily from ecological degradation, 
the revenues thus generated should be made available to local 
communities, through a democratic and decentralised mechanism 
which is accountable to the people, to regenerate and manage 
their environment. An international employment programme 
which guarantees survival wages to all poor people across the 
world would cost only US$30-40 billion every year. But it will not 
only ensure that nobody goes to bed hungry but also provide an 
extraordinary opportunity for harnessing the labour power of 
the poor for the ecological regeneration of their own habitat 
through afforestation, grasslands development, soil conservation, 
water conservation etc. Such a global programme should be 
financed through a global consumption tax on all the world’s 
rich both in the North and the South. The North must take the 
lead to accept its share of global responsibility. 
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At the national level, governments must develop systems of 
partiapatory governance that ensure that control and management 
of the environment rests with local communities. Wherever local 
communities have been involved inthe control and management 
of their resources, it has been possible to protect the environment 
and regenerate its productivity. We are proud to say that NGOs 
across South Asia have repeatedly shown through their work 
that community self governance has invariably led to improved 
environmental management. Some of the best examples are 
those of the Orangi Pilot Project in Karachi in the urban 
context; the villages of Sukhomajri, Nada, Seed, Bhusadia and 
Ralegan Siddhi in India; and, the Grameen Bank in the flood 
affected plains of Bangladesh. In Nepal, rural communities 
continue to manage their fragile Himalayan environment with 
great care and labour inputs. The enormous labour inputs of 
the poor in environmental management — such as those of 
the Himalayan farmers in terracing their agricultural fields 
— remain an invisible factor in national economic calculations 
even though their contribution is often far more than official 
expenditures, whether they result from national funds or foreign 


aid. 


If investments in land, water, minerals and forest resources 
are to be productive and poverty eliminated, efforts to develop 
and strengthen democractic and participatory insti-tutions at 
the grassroots is essential. The nature of effective participatory 
institutions will be determined by local cultural, social and 
economic conditions. Experimentation in this area is urgently 
needed so that appropriate community institutions can be 
legally empowered to manage local environments. 


GLOBAL WARMING: 


The Climate Convention should be signed 
only when equal rights of all to the 
atmosphere are accepted. 


E xcessive burning of fossil fuels over the last century has 
led to a global greenhouse effect which is largely the 


result of rapid industrialisation and heavy energy consumption 
inthe North. In fact, the North has been able to undertake 
cheap industrialisation only because it could encroach upon the 
ecological space of the South without any compensation. In the 
process, the North has accumulated an enormous ecological 
debt. If the North continues emitting greenhouse gases in the 
same way, the earth’s atmospheric processes will be further 
destabilised. It has been argued by the Inter-governmental 
Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) that the likelihood of global 
warming is very high and, if no immediate action is taken, it 
will be too late to reverse the processes of global warming later. 


Though caused by the North, the effects of global warming 
will be borne heavily by the South, which has hardly any 
financial or technical resources to deal with the problem. With 
a rise in Sea level, South Asia, which has large low-lying areas, 
will become one of the most affected regions in the world. Ifthe 
sea level rises by one metre, more than 17.5 percent of the total 
land area of Bangladesh will be inundated. Some 40-50 million 
people will be rendered homeless and infrastructure worth 
billions of dollars will become useless. Scientists also predict that 
cyclonic storms will intensify in the Indian Ocean regionif sea 
surface temperatures rise. Increased ice melting in the Himalaya 
together with changes in rainfall patterns could inundate vast 
areas of the flood plains of the Ganga-Brahmaputra-Barak 
basins which will multiply the miseries and sufferings of millions 
of people. Asa large proportion ofits population lives at or below 
the poverty line, and remains heavily dependent on a biomass- 
based subsistence economy, South Asia will be devastated by the 
dislocation brought about by global warming. Poverty and global 
warming will together form a deadly combination for the poor 
millions livingin coastal, arid and semi-arid areas of the region. 
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We believe that those who have created the problem of global 
warming must. bear the costs of preventive and corrective 
action and compensate others for the use of their ecological 
space. The North must adjust its patterns of production and 
consumption to mitigate the threat to the earth’s atmosphere. It 
is both its moral and legal responsibility to prevent and repair 
any environmental damage that is likely to be inflicted upon 
others. The North must also develop mechanisms to speedily 
communicate the results of its researches on global warming 
to the South. Developing countries should aim for net zero 
deforestation through sustained use of existing natural forests 
and not merely by plantations. 


Any management system that is developed to limit carbon 
dioxide emissions and thus stabilise world climate must be based 
on the following principles: 


a) All of us must learn to live in harmony with nature, 
that is, reduce our total emissions to a level that is considered 
to be sustainable in participation with scientists from the 
South. 

b) All human beings should have an equal right to the total 
emissions that the atmosphere can bear on a sustainable 
basis. 


c) The South must be compensated for the atmospheric 
space that the North has been using to date. 


While we are fully supportive of the firm stand taken by 
South Asian governments thus far in international negotiations 
relating to the climate convention, we believe that they must 
insist upon the above principles in all negotiations. Under no 
circumstances should the governments of South Asia agree toa 
framework convention which would dilute the above principles 
and thus mortgage our future. No framework convention should 
~ be signed which does not include the basic minimum principle 
that all human beings have an equal right to the atmosphere. The 
governments must remember that they have to protect the 
interests of both the present and the future generations of South 
Aggie goo 
-The South should not be seen again as holding out the 
begging bowl for “new: and additional resources” or calling for 
“technology transfer”. Instead, the South should demand 
compensatory measures from the North for errant behaviour as 
a matter of the South’s right over global resources. 


BIODIVERSITY CONVENTION: 


Refuse to sign the convention 
until major contradictions are resolved. 


he proposed convention on biodiversity does not deal 

only with the subject of biodiversity conservation. In 
return for its support for biodiversity conservation the North 
is demanding access to the world’s biological resources, which 
are largely concentrated in the South. Since the convention is 
attempting to deal with both these issues, it raises numerous 


complex issues which must be resolved before any convention 
is signed. 


There can be no doubt that biological diversity needs to be 
conserved both for its own sake — all living species have a right 
to exist — and for the benefit of all humankind. In an ideal 
world, given the fact that people all over already use biological 
resources from far flung corners of the globe, these resources 
should be commonly available to all to use and conserve. But 
the principle of ‘common heritage’ has been misused by 
commercial interests in the North to monopolise and plunder 
the biological resources of the South while restricting access to 
genetic materials and associated technologies based on these 
resources. This Northern approach is both unfair and ecologically 
unsound. While the measures taken under the proposed 
convention would make access to biological resources easier, the 
new life forms and technologies emerging from these resources 
would be strongly privatised through powerful patents under 
the proposals being pursued in the Uruguay Round._aAny. ort 
therefore to improve access to the biological, v 
would lead to an extremely inequitous SN AN 


ont is ObPiows 


that we cannot have one set of negotiateareih ik ts oe e- i 
knowledge and biotechnologies w ite inother’s peeks fo ft 
globalise the biological resources on WH hips Rite dgeaind 
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Recent legal and technological developments in fact threaten 
the very biological diversity that is sought to be conserved, and 
also restrict access to biological resources and associated 
biotechnologies. These include: 


a) Intellectual property rights, both as plant breeders rights 
and patents on life forms and biological processes; 


b) Commodification of biological resources for purpose of monopoly 
and profit; and, 


c) Increasing genetic uniformity in cultivated/domestic species. 


We also believe that there are strong links between the 
proposed conventions on climate and biodiversity. Developing 
countries are being asked to protect forests under both these 
conventions while the North is not prepared to make any 
serious commitments on carbon dioxide reductions under the 
climate convention. If developing countries sign the biodiversity 
convention they will legally bind themselves to a major committment 
sought by both conventions without the North committing itself 
to anything serious in either. 


Moreover, we question the legitimacy of our governments to 
negotiate access to biological resources, without consulting and 
involving in decision-making, the local communities which have 
customary rights to these resources. It is these communities 
which have nurtured these resources and have developed a 
wealth of knowledge and skills related to their use. Any process 
of international negotiation must evolve through an internal ’ 
process of public debate, in particular involving local communities. 
This has not been done at all in the case of the Biodiversity 
Convention. 


Current strategies for biodiversity conservation, ofteneman- — 
ating from Northern agencies, are extremely anti-people, relying 
heavily on fences and guards. Participatory biodiversity 
conservation strategies must be developed urgently — an activity 
that requires enormous experimentation. More of the conventional 
protectionist approach, resulting from increased global availability 
of funds through mechanisms like the biodiversity convention, 
could severely affect local communities living in biodiversity rich 
areas. 
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Considering the fact that all these critical issues have not 
been satisfactorily resolved, we strongly urge upon our 
governments and those of the North not to rush into signing a 
convention which does not satisfactorily address and resolve the 
above issues. Southern governments cannot negotiate away our 
biological resources — one of our most critical assets — in such 
ahurry by June 1992, and in the absence of meaningful citizens’ 
participation in the negotiating process and of local communities, 
especially tribal communities. 


G 


NGO Relations: 
Northern NGOs must consult Southern NGOs 
adequately before espousing global causes. 


his group is acutely aware of the disadvantage that 

Southern NGOs repeatedly find themselves in getting 
access to and influencing international negotiations as compared 
to Northern NGOs. Most NGOs working in the South have 
remained uninformed about the ongoing issues in UNCED and 
the related conventions, for which we hold the UNCED 
secretariat responsible. The resources needed to attend these 
conferences which usually take place in Northern capitals are 
extremely limited. Even information flows to Southern NGOs in 
terms of official documents have been extremely small. The 
rapidly changing national positions make it even more difficult 
for Southern NGOs to keep abreast of and analyse the developments 
taking place in distant places regardless of their importance to 
the national and local constituencies they work with. Northern 
NGOs often form their global perspectives without adequate 
discussions with and inputs from the South. We therefore call 
upon Northern NGOs to recognise this inherent imbalance in 
resources that Southern NGOs suffer from and ensure that 
global positions are taken only after adequate discussions, A 
lack of such efforts leads to confrontations which can be easily 
avoided, and unnecessarily hamper efforts to build up a truly 
global partnership on environmental issues. 


We also call upon our own governments to consult NGOs 
regularly before they adopt national positions in international] 
environmental, trade and economic fora. National governments 
and the SAARC secretariat ought to develop mechanisms for 
consultations with NGOs at the national and regional levels, 
respectively. The proposed meeting of SAARC Environment 
Ministers should pay attention to the conclusions of the South 
Asia NGO Summit on UNCED. 
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